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WITH NATURE

In the late 1960s, as
environmental

awareness began to
stir in the public
consciousness, a
landscape architect
and regional planner
named lan McHarg
published a book that
would forever change
the way we think about
the relationship
between human
development and the
natural world. That
book, Design with
Nature, introduced the

world to a
revolutionary approach
to planning and design
that placed ecological
processes at the very
center of decision-
making. Today, the
concept known as
Mcharg Design With
Nature remains as
relevant as ever,
guiding architects,
urban planners, and
environmentalists
toward a more
harmonious
coexistence with the
Earth. This article
explores the origins,
core principles,
practical applications,
and lasting legacy of
this foundational
philosophy.
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The
Origins of
Mcharg
Design
With
Nature

lan McHarg was born in
Scotland in 1920 and
later moved to the
United States, where
he became a professor
at the University of
Pennsylvania. During
the 1950s and 1960s,
he witnessed first-hand
the negative
consequences of post-
war

development—sprawlin
g suburbs, polluted
waterways, and the
destruction of natural
habitats. McHarg
believed that

traditional planning
was fundamentally
flawed  because it
treated the landscape
as a blank slate upon
which human desires
could be imposed
without regard for
underlying natural
systems.

His groundbreaking
1969 book, Design with
Nature, argued that
the only way to create
truly sustainable and
livable environments
was to design with
nature rather than
against it. The title
itself became a rallying

cry for a new
generation of
designers. Today,

when we speak of
Mcharg Design With
Nature, we refer not
only to the book but to
an entire methodology
that has influenced
everything from
regional planning to
site-specific
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architectural projects.

Core
Principles
of Mcharg
Design
With
Nature

The philosophy of
Mcharg Design With
Nature rests on
several key principles
that remain central to
ecological planning.
These principles are
not merely theoretical;
they are practical tools
that guide the analysis
of any landscape
before development
occurs.

* Ecological
Inventory as a
Foundation -

McHarg insisted
that every
planning project
must begin with
a thorough
inventory of the
site’s natural
features. This
includes geology,
soil types,
hydrology,
climate,
vegetation,
wildlife habitats,
and existing land
uses.
Understanding
these elements
allows designers
to identify
opportunities and
constraints
inherent in the
land itself.
Layered
Mapping and
Suitability
Analysis -
Perhaps the most
famous
contribution of
McHarg's work is



the overlay
mapping
technique. By
creating
transparent
maps for each
environmental
factor and then
physically
overlaying them,
planners could
see where the
“darkest” areas
(areas with the
most constraints)
were located.
These became
areas to avoid,
while lighter
areas indicated
suitability for
development.
This method is
now recognized
as the
conceptual
precursor to
modern
Geographic
Information
Systems (GIS).
e Intrinsic

Suitability over
Arbitrary
Zoning - McHarg
argued that land
should be used
according to its
intrinsic
suitability rather
than according to
economic
pressures or
political
boundaries. For
example,
floodplains are
intrinsically
suitable for parks
and wetlands,
not for housing
developments.
This principle
challenges
conventional
zoning practices
and promotes
resilience.
Holistic,
Multidisciplinar
y Approach -
Mcharg Design
With Nature
emphasizes that
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planners must
collaborate with
ecologists,
geologists,
hydrologists, and
other scientists.
The design
process cannot
be the sole
domain of
architects or
engineers; it
must integrate
knowledge from
many fields to
respect the
complexity of
natural systems.

The
Overlay

Mapping
Techniqu

e: A
Revolutio
nary Tool

The overlay mapping
technique is arguably
the most widely
recognized element of
Mcharg Design With
Nature. In the pre-
digital era, McHarg and
his students would
create transparent
mylar sheets, each
representing a single
layer of environmental
data: one for slopes,
one for soil drainage,
one for vegetation
cover, and so on. By
placing these sheets
on top of each other on
a light table, they
could visually identify
areas with the highest
concentration  of
constraints (the
darkest composite) and
areas with the fewest



constraints (the

lightest).

This simple yet
powerful method
allowed planners to
generate “suitability
maps” that clearly
showed where
development should be
encouraged and where
it should be avoided.
For example, a
proposed highway
route could be tested
against multiple
environmental layers
to find the path that
minimized ecological
disruption. This
technique not only
saved time and money
but also reduced
conflict between
development and
conservation. Today,
the same logic is
embedded in every GIS
software package, but

McHarg’s manual
method first
demonstrated the

value of spatial data

analysis for
environmental

Applicatio
ns of
Mcharg
Design
With
Nature in
Modern
Planning

The principles of
Mcharg Design With
Nature have been
applied in countless
real-world projects,
from large-scale
regional plans to small
community designs.
Some notable
examples include the

6 Mcharg Design With Nature 2023-07-04



Mcharg Design With Nature 7

Woodlands community
in Texas, where
McHarg’'s team used
natural drainage
patterns to design a
residential
development that
preserved forested
areas and managed
stormwater naturally.
The plan protected
sensitive ecosystems
while allowing for
growth in less
vulnerable areas.

In contemporary
practice, the
philosophy informs
Environmental Impact
Assessments (EIAs),
green infrastructure
projects, and climate
adaptation strategies.
When a city decides to
restore a natural
wetland instead of
building a concrete
flood barrier, it is
embracing the logic of
Mcharg Design With
Nature. Similarly, the
rise of “smart growth”

and “low-impact
development”
movements owes a
great debt to McHarg's
insistence on letting
natural processes
guide human
interventions.

Mcharg
Design
With
Nature
and the
Rise of
GIS

The connection
between Mcharg
Design With Nature
and Geographic
Information Systems is
profound. Many
historians of



technology consider
McHarg one of the
fathers of GIS because
his manual overlay
method directly
inspired the
development of digital
spatial analysis tools.
Early GIS researchers
at Harvard and
elsewhere explicitly
cited McHarg's work as
the conceptual
foundation for layer-
based mapping
software.

Today, GIS enables
planners to perform
complex suitability
analyses in minutes
that once took weeks.

However, the core
philosophy remains
unchanged: gather

comprehensive data
about the natural
environment, analyze
how different factors

interact, and make
decisions that respect
ecological limits.

Without the pioneering

work behind Mcharg
Design With Nature,
modern landscape-
level planning would
lack both its ethical
grounding and its
practical methodology.

Critiques
and the
Enduring
Legacy of
Mcharg
Design
With
Nature

No influential idea is
without its critics.
Some have argued that
McHarg's approach can
be overly deterministic,
reducing complex
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socio-economic
systems to simple
environmental
constraints. Others
point out that his

method sometimes
downplays the social
and cultural

dimensions of land use,
such as community
preferences or
historical land rights.
Additionally, the
overlay mapping
technique, while
groundbreaking, can
suffer from a lack of
nuance if the layers
are not weighted
carefully.

Despite these critiques,
the legacy of Mcharg
Design With Nature
remains strong. The
book has been
translated into many
languages and is still
required reading in
landscape architecture
and planning programs
worldwide. The
fundamental

lesson—that nature is
not an obstacle to be
overcome but a
partner to be
understood—has

become a cornerstone
of sustainable design.
In an era of climate
change and
biodiversity loss,
McHarg’'s message is
more urgent than ever.

Implemen
ting the
Philosoph
y of
Mcharg
Design
With



Nature
Today

For modern designers
and planners, applying
the principles of
Mcharg Design With
Nature does not
require a return to
hand-drawn mylar
maps. Instead, it
involves adopting an
ecological mindset and
using the best
available tools. Here
are practical steps for
implementing the
philosophy in
contemporary projects:

1. Start with a
comprehensive
site analysis -
Before any
design concept,
compile data on
topography,
hydrology, soils,
vegetation, and
wildlife corridors.
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Use GIS to create
a digital
inventory.

. Identify

constraints and
opportunities -
Perform a multi-
criteria suitability
analysis to map
areas that are
highly sensitive
(e.g., steep
slopes, wetlands)
and areas that
are more
resilient to
development.

. Develop a land-

use plan that
respects
natural
systems -
Locate buildings
and
infrastructure on
the most suitable
sites, preserving
natural drainage
patterns and
critical habitats.
Use nature-
based solutions
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for stormwater
management
and erosion
control.

. Engage
interdisciplinar
y experts -
Bring ecologists,
hydrologists, and
soil scientists
into the design
process early.
Their insights are
essential to truly
designing with
nature.

. Monitor and
adapt - After
construction,
monitor how
natural systems
respond and
adjust
management
practices
accordingly. The
design process
should be
iterative and
responsive.
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CONCLUSION

lan McHarg’'s Mcharg
Design With Nature
is far more than a
historical footnote in
landscape architecture.
It is a living philosophy
that challenges us to
rethink our relationship
with the Earth. By
prioritizing ecological
health, using data-
driven mapping, and
collaborating across
disciplines, designers
can create spaces that
are not only functional
and beautiful but also
resilient and
regenerative. As we
face unprecedented
environmental

challenges, the wisdom
embedded in Mcharg
Design With Nature
offers a clear path
forward: one where
human creativity and
natural systems work
together, not in
opposition. Every
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planner, architect, and enduring vision of

citizen can benefit harmony between

from embracing this development and the
living world.
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